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The study investigates commercial structures in the Luxembourgian field of Early 

Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) with ethnographic field methods. In line with a 

field‐theoretical understanding of educational quality that highlights its multi‐

perspectivity, relationality and performativity, the project asks how the professional 

actors in commercial day‐care settings accomplish ideas of good practice by picking 

up the different expectations of stakeholders in the field pertaining to the tasks and 

attainments of ECEC and how they transform them into representable characteristics 

of their everyday care practice. In addition to interviews with experts in the field, the 

study will investigate these quality‐related practices in several day‐care centres and 

day‐care homes with the method of participant observation. In doing that, the project 

will be directly related to the methodology and findings of the previous EDUQUA‐MRE‐

Project (2010‐2012) which investigated the quality‐related practices in public structures 

of ECEC. Besides its empirical contribution to basic theoretical questions in 

educational sciences, the study aims to contribute to establishing an infrastructure of 

research and development pertaining to the Luxembourgian care system for children. 

 

Relevance 

The focus on the for‐profit sector has high relevance in Luxembourg, because the 

enormous expansion of ECEC‐services for children aged 0‐4 in the last years could 

not have happened without commercial providers of day‐care facilities and also day‐

care homes. Assistants parentaux / Dageselteren provide more than half of the day‐

care places. Even though the government has made considerable efforts to increase 
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the public provision of day‐care facilities during the last years, the number of private 

day‐care places supplied by for‐profit providers has increased rapidly: According to the 

annual report of the Luxemburgish Ministry for Family Affairs, it rose by 87% in 2010 

in comparison to the previous year. The educational quality of these settings is mostly 

unknown. The broad international debate about commercialisation, privatisation and 

marketization of childcare casts doubts on whether market‐based childcare policies 

are able to achieve their declared goals. The imperfect and peculiar structures of the 

childcare market would produce not only unequal access opportunities, but also 

inappropriate conditions for the provision of high‐quality childcare services. 

The question is, however, does this also apply to Luxembourg? The childcare market 

in Luxembourg is dominated by a large number of small‐scale providers. Crèches and 

Dageselteren form “their own worlds”. In addition, there are also ‘illegal’ commercial 

day‐care arrangements (i.e. not licenced by the government) with blurred boundaries 

to familial and neighbourly care. In the Luxembourgish multicultural and multilingual 

society the field of ECEC is equally differentiated along ethnic and linguistic 

dimensions. There are facilities in which mere care and surveillance of children form 

the main tasks, whereas other facilities address a well‐educated international clientele 

by creating ambitious pedagogical programs. Given this heterogeneity, the question 

becomes crucial whether it is in fact the distinction between for‐profit and non‐

profit/public day‐care facilities which indicates the main differences in educational 

practices and their performances. Accordingly, it is in particular the heterogeneity of 

private early childcare providers which raises the question how they accomplish what 

is expected of them and how this accomplishment is influenced by the particular 

economic, administrative and political context of Luxembourgish childcare. 

 

Problem and Approach 

Referring to this question, the project is located in the context of international research 

on quality in early childhood education and care. Mainstream research in this field 

focuses on the effects that ECEC has for the individual development of children. 

However, good day‐care facilities are not only expected to serve the needs of children. 

Rather, they have to meet manifold societal demands, such as being expected to 

facilitate the reconciliation of work and family life, to provide equal learning 

opportunities for all young children, to contribute to gender equality as well as to 
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poverty reduction. Childcare institutions cannot aspire to achieve all these different 

goals in the same manner and to the same extent, as some of them even compete 

against each other. Accordingly, Sonya Michel, analysing international day‐care 

policies, speaks of so‐called “dilemmas of childcare”. 

In order to empirically investigate how these dilemmas influence the institutional 

everyday life in childcare facilities, the project can refer to methodological assumptions 

and empirical analyses which conceptualise educational quality not as an outcome of 

institutional performances but as a structural feature of educational practices. Instead 

of regarding childcare facilities as just locally defined places where children are cared 

for and educated by adult professionals, they need to be detected as translocal spaces 

of relations which constitute the field of ECEC. These relations become empirically 

observable as multiple perspectives and expectations being put into effect by the 

professional practices themselves in that they try to give pedagogical meaning to the 

everyday life in childcare settings. 

These complex processes can be empirically explored by making use of a 

methodologically interpreted concept of ‘field’ as developed by Pierre Bourdieu. It 

allows reconstructing the social practices in childcare as a form of addressing of and 

positioning in face of heterogeneous expectations and interest groups. Applying this 

approach, the project explores the local variety of generalized contextual conditions. 

In other words, the focus is on institutional practices. 

The question how political and societal expectations gain relevance in everyday 

practices of childcare institutions and contribute to their institutionalization has rarely 

been addressed so far in practiceoriented studies. Ethnographic studies focusing on 

the interaction of childcare policies, programmes and practices emphasise the effects 

of childcare structures and curriculums on children’s lives, their influence on the 

generational order of children and professionals and the relation between institutional 

settings and families. However, important for the EDUQUA‐COM‐project are in 

particular studies that show how professionals refer to different programmatic 

expectations, as reflected, for example, in the discursive figure of the “competent child”, 

by applying paradoxical strategies which allow them to recontextualise and 

institutionalise these expectations in the facilities’ everyday life. 

Within the framework of the previous EDUQUA‐MRE‐Project (2010‐2012) we identified 

particular activity complexes in which professionals account for the pedagogical quality 

of their work with respect to the expectations they are facing. 
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Methods 

On the basis of expert interviews, document analyses and local explorations, the 

project aims to develop an exploratory topography (‘social mapping’) of the private 

childcare market in Luxembourg. A first exploration of the surface structure of the field 

of private day‐care for children will be achieved by a secondary data analysis of 

available structural data and by expert interviews with relevant actors in the field of 

ECEC in Luxembourg. In doing so, it continues the recent work on a portrait of the 

Luxembourgish childcare system. The exploratory topography of the childcare market 

is groundwork for a future social monitoring of the conditions of childcare in 

Luxembourg. 

The expert interviews lead to working hypotheses on the inner structure and 

differentiation of the field on the basis of which a first sample of contrasting settings for 

observation can be defined. They will be the basis for the initial selection of three 

private crèches and three assistants parentaux which shall be further investigated by 

applying methods of ethnographic field research. Participant observation – as the core 

method of the ethnographic study – is then centred on the practical accomplishment of 

‘good practice’ in private day‐care centres. The ethnographic study refers to a field‐

theoretic approach which allows relating the context of dilemmatic and heterogeneous 

expectations of the outcomes of childcare institutions with the everyday practices in 

childcare facilities. In doing so, the EDUQUA‐COM‐project builds on the previous 

research project which made important methodological contributions to 

ethnographically reconstructing the multimodal accomplishment of pedagogical social 

orders, especially in multilingual settings. 

During a later period of field research there will also be some shorter observation 

intervals in other settings which will be selected as contrastive cases on the basis of 

already existing analyses. In addition to participant observation in pedagogical 

everyday life, further sorts of data are collected and analysed with the respective 

methods, e.g. field documents from the cooperating institutions. Overall, the analysis 

follows the iterative‐cyclic proceeding of Grounded Theory, in particular the crucial 

alternation of periods of data collection and periods of data analysis in order to 

permanently readjust theoretical concepts and successively develop empirically 

grounded categories. 
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Furthermore, the proposed project aims to provide theory‐based comparisons with the 

findings of the previous research project on non‐profit ‘Maison Relais‐Crèches’ by 

transferring the previously applied approach from the field of public ‘Maison Relais‐

Crèches’ to the for‐profit sector of early childhood education and care for children up 

to four years old in Luxembourg. 


